2. Smiley's epigraph for the book is a quote from Rose Wilder Lane. Why do you think she chose this particular line?
3.
What is the purpose of the prologue? How did it color your interpretation of what followed?
4. Over the course of this novel ---which stretches across six decades of American history ---how does the role of women change? How might Margaret's life ---and marriage ---have been different were she born later?
5. This is a book that begins and ends with war ---starting in a Missouri that is just emerging from the destruction of the Civil War, concluding in California on the eve of World War II. Margaret's personal life is also punctuated by historical events, the San Francisco Earthquake among them. How does this history affect the lives of characters? How does Margaret's story offer the reader a different perspective on the larger life of the nation?
6. On page 64, Smiley writes, "Margaret began to have a fated feeling, as if accumulating experiences were precipitating her toward an already decided future." Do you think her fated feeling proved accurate? Was marrying Andrew a choice she made, was the decision that of both of their mothers, or was it dictated by the time and place? 7. Lavinia tells Margaret, "A wife only has to do as she's told for the first year" (page 75). When does Margaret finally take this advice? Why? Do you think this is good advice or manipulation? 11. Thinking about Alexander's death leads Margaret to think about her brothers and father and the way they died (page 138). Why do you think Private Life opens with descriptions of their deaths? Margaret thinks that their deaths must have been worse for her mother than Alexander's was for her; do you agree?
12.
What is the nature of Dora's relationship to Pete? What do they get from each other? Pete and Andrew are both liars, yet very different men ---but they also seem to get along. What, if anything, do you think they share? And how are they different from each other?
13. Discuss Andrew's theories of the universe, and his academic dishonesty. Can you think of a modern-day analogue?
If he were exposed today, what would happen to him? 14. Andrew Early is a scientist who is described to us at first as a genius. But it turns out to be more complex than that, and for as many of his ideas that are right (the earthquake, the moon craters) others are wrong (ether, double stars). Do you think it's at all accurate to describe him as a "genius" ---or even a "mad genius?" How does "science" augment the overall story the novel is telling 24. At the end of the novel, Margaret recounts to her knitting group a hanging she witnessed as a young girl and can recall in detail. "I do remember it now that I've dared to think about it," she tells them. "There are so many things that I should have dared before this" (page 318). What do you think she means by this? What do you think of the last line of the book: "And her tone was so bitter that the other ladies fell silent." What is the significance of the hanging to Margaret's story, to her life, and to "her" book? 
